Passing On

Heat and the blood calm that follows a good workout slow my usually brisk stride and stretch it as I make my way self-consciously over the two blocks to the tiny basement store.  It’s just the Sunday paper I’m after, but I feel uneasy back in my neon city neighborhood.

It’s my last day off after a long, western vacation.  Yellowstone, the Grand Tetons, lush and stark natural miracles dazzled me for two weeks.

Now I’m ‘home.’ But it doesn’t feel like home anymore because it was my old life that made it so.  That life is gone and I’m alone here in the city, the kind of alone you can only get in a city.  It’s not fear for life and limb I feel.  It’s deep down, cruel-to-the-bone loneliness.  My uneasiness comes from the sensation that all those people who have families and futures look at me in pity roaming outside the camp, between lives.

So I try to walk tall, proud, confident.  I do love the way my body feels right after a workout.  Though I know it’s not possible, it always feels as though it’s thinner, tighter, more graceful.  I try to tell myself that. Even though I’m hovering here in unfurnished limbo, I won’t let it show.  I’ll appear strong and healthy, like I was before my life left.

I walk on like this, squeeze open the old glass door of the subterranean store and find myself looking down the short staircase at four Pakistani men animated in conversation.  Suddenly I remember I’m still wearing my sweaty bandeau t-shirt and slithery black short-shorts that stick between my buns.

They subdue their talk as I enter, but the proprietor is warm.  The others go on, trying to ignore me.  Of course, I imagine they’re whispering about the brazen, American woman who’s not wearing any underwear.

I get my paper, exchange some hot day talk about wicked weather and futile tricks for staying cool. I leave.

Buoyed by having accomplished my task, I start back with happy anticipation of snuggling down to breakfast and the Sunday paper. I hear feathers rustling, panicked chirping.  I see a baby sparrow spinning on the ground the way a bird does only when something important isn’t working.  It’s fluttering wildly in vain attempts to fly.

What can I DO?! Is my first thought.  I move toward it, talking softly, asking the bird what has happened.  It’s helpless and can’t escape me. This bird has a broken neck.  It’s gasping for air; its right wing and leg may also be broken, or they’re just the first parts to shut down. They’re crumpled and useless.  The little bird is alone, young and terrified.  It doesn’t understand what’s happening.  Maybe it’s not trying to understand.  It’s doing all it knows how to do  -- trying to fly.

I hold the bird in my hand and it struggles, pecking furiously at my skin, refusing to surrender even in its weakest moment.  But as I stroke it, the bird relaxes in my hand as if the body contact is some comfort.  And, while I assess the damage, I begin to see we’re both accepting the inevitable.

So, again, I think, “What can I DO?!” I need to DO something to shorten this bird’s suffering.  One small thing I’ve learned in life it to accept death.  But I find suffering unbearable – watching it and doing it.

The man in my former life once told me about watching a pigeon die on a congested Chicago sidewalk.  He said a crowd had gathered to witness the morbid scene.  He too wanted to do something to ease the animal’s suffering.  All he thought he could do would be to step hard on its neck and end it, but he knew that would be a shock to the onlookers.

I consider that with this sparrow, but it seems unfairly harsh and not my place.  It isn’t MY place that matters here.  This drama is not mine.  If this bird is to die here in this way, all I can do is try to help it let go.  So I do.

I finally calm myself and cup the bird as gently as I can in my left hand, softly urging it with my human voice to ‘let it go.’

It doesn’t take long.

Once the tiny sparrow allows itself to rest, its panting slows, it lays its head on the heel of my hand. I stroke its head, wings and chest; it stops trying to breathe.  Soon its eyes flutter and close and there is no doubt its spirit is gone.

I hold it a while longer, just to make sure.  But I know that final instant.  I’ve seen it before, watching my father-in-law pass on.  Pass On.  That’s just what it seems to be.  It’s such a relief, and there’s no question when it’s done.

I leave it there.  I don’t want to interfere any further and I have no interest in pseudo ceremony.  Now it can fulfill its destiny; feed the cats.

I continue home, remembering my newspaper, returning to limbo.  But I’m not quite as self-conscious.  Is it possible to be less alone?  And, if I let go of alone for a while perhaps I too can get to passing on.
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